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CHAPTER IV

.... AND ROBIN WISHES  SHE HAD STAYED AWAY

WHEREIN she was not far wrong. Robin was fond of Maud in a
careless brotherly fashion, but she was the very last person he wanted
to see at this crisis of his fortunes. It meant going to the Club
and enduring the society of men, who, not noticeably friendly to
him at other times, now obviously tolerated his presence only for the
sake of his pretty sister. It meant spending money that was so
painfully short. It meant dining, as he had dined that evening,
at the Chalmers' with George who bored him, with Mrs. Chalmers
who all too openly tried to mother him, with Maud who looked at
him from time to time with troubled questioning eyes.

Above all it meant seeing less of Shalini: and now tnat at last
he had managed to slip away, Shalini was not alone.

So he sat, in the blackest of moods, in the incongruous deck-
chair in the exotic white-washed room, chewing irritably at the end
of his cheroot, glaring at the man he had found with her, an obese,
unctuous individual with the Vedic caste-mark on his forehead,
proclaiming him a Brahmin of the Brahmins, a man who salaamed
humbly, but in whose eyes were no signs of humility.

Robin Westerne was not jealous: he knew well enough that
Shalini was visited by Brahmin priests and to some extent, while
aware of the dangers, religious rather than sexual, of this practice,
encouraged it. She had broken every law of her queer, compelling
creed by remaining alive and unburnt as a widow: only by a rigor-
ous series of priest-ridden penances could she hope to gurify herself.

But he was puzzled. It was unprecedented for one of her spiritual
advisers to remain when he came and, more puzzling still, the fellow
seemed anxious to talk to him, Robin Westerne, rather than to
Shalini.

Unfortunately, in an effort to mitigate the boredom of the even-
ing, he had partaken freely of George's excellent brandy, had topped
up generously with George's impeccable port. He felt muddle-
headed, sleepy. What the deuce was the fellow talking about?

Then suddenly a single sentence pierced, like a sinister sword,
through the mists of alcohol and somnolence that clouded his brain.

ft------yet it is possible that Mungul Ghose might find it in his

heart to cancel the debt."

Cancel the debt? Westerne stared at him. He was more prepared
to believe in a snowstorm in an Indian May.